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Students as partners: developing a dialogue for change.
CONTEXT
As our student population becomes more diverse, we must adopt different approaches to course improvement 
in order to ensure learning gains and engagement are achieved. Our current evaluation tools, most commonly
end of semester institutional­level evaluations, do not engage us in a conversation with our students nor do they 
allow us to understand what happens for the various sub­sets of students that contribute to cohort diversity. In 
addition, most of us are removed from the current ‘millennial student’ experience being from a different 
generation further obscuring our understanding of how our courses are received.  The move to incorporate
students as partners (Acai et al, 2017; Cook­Sather, Bovill & Felten, 2014; Matthews, Dwyer, Hine & Turner, 
2018) is an approach with the potential to address these issues. Engaging in a 2­way conversation will allow us to 
communicate what we are trying to achieve with our curricula and course design, and it will allow students to tell 
us how our pedagogy is received. This paper describes an initiative to develop student­staff partnerships in a 
large research intensive university.
PURPOSE
In order to cater for increasingly diverse cohorts that bring quite different knowledge to the table courtesy of the 
ubiquitous nature (and fast development) of technology, we need a better mechanism to understand the 
student experience.  This project involves students and staff in a partnership to better understand the needs of a 
range of students.
APPROACH
A team of cross­discipline, later year, engineering students were recruited as course observers.  They were given 
basic training in higher education pedagogies, and the use of observation protocols to ensure reliability during 
classroom observation sessions.  The team was asked to develop procedures for engagement with academics, 
recruitment of students from the course, contextualising observation protocols, and reporting.  Their remit was 
to engage as observers within courses that were self­volunteered for participation in the pilot program, and to 
report findings without evaluation. If requested, they would be available to discuss potential course changes.  
RESULTS 
Despite some initial scepticism from academic staff and wariness about engaging in the scheme, the results of 
the pilot study led to learning for both students and staff. Staff were able to make immediate use of feedback 
and change delivery methods to better address the diversity of cohort needs.  In addition, the students gained a 
new appreciation for the effort that goes into designing both courses and curriculum.
CONCLUSIONS 
There were some challenges associated with the change to cultural practice that this initiative has required but it 
is apparent that this innovative program has allowed students to contribute to the course improvement process 
through observation of teaching, and in doing so, prove the worth of their input.
KEYWORDS  
This project was initiated to encourage the development of a culture where the student voice is an 
important part of teaching and learning. We felt that our efforts to continuously improve courses and 
redevelop curricula would benefit from a direct link to the students who were learning through 
engagement in these courses and programs. As such, the project forms part of an emerging body of 
work that envisages students as partners in their own learning and is “focused on teaching and learning 
enhancement” (Mercer­Mapstone et al., 2017). The students who were recruited for this project 
assisted with writing the results and discussion sections in particular. These sections form a  summary 
of the work completed to date and their contributions to the T&K culture of the Faculty.
Students across year levels are familiar with end of semester evaluation surveys of teaching and 
courses (or units). There are several acknowledged issues of student evaluations. One is the reluctance 
of students to provide feedback when they do not feel that the feedback is not being utilised (Leckey 
& Neill, 2001, Bennet & Nair, 2010). Although these surveys are used to inform quality assurance 
processes (Shah & Richardson, 2018), they do not necessarily provide a valid means to compare one 
course to another, or different teachers (Wolbring & Treischl, 2016) and can demonstrate gender bias 
(MacNeill, Driscoll & Hunt, 2015) or racial bias (Rowan et al., 2017). There are also conflicting 
viewpoints by staff on their utility, validity and reliability (Rowan et al., 2017).  
Given these issues, we sought to provide an alternative source of information for teachers, which 
included students as more active collaborators in the learning and teaching process. The approach that 
we have taken positions students as co­creators of the learning experience rather than passive 
consumers and producers of end of semester surveys. As with Cook­Sather’s (2014) description of 
“Students as Partners”, we built our partnership project around ideas of reciprocity in terms of co­
creation of partnership goals and artefacts relevant to improving teaching and learning in the Faculty. 
Our model positions students in the “co­learning, co­designing and co­developing” as well as “co­
inquiring” areas of Healey, Flint and Harrington’s (2014) model of Students as Partners. In this way, 
students contribute to a variety of tasks relevant to improving curriculum provided there is bottom­up 
or grassroots support for their involvement in the process. We planned for a team of students to be 
involved in behavioural observations of classroom experiences and to do so in collaboration with 
course coordinators (i.e. the teaching academic) as shown in Figure 1. To reflect the remit of the team, 
we used the name “Student­Led Observation for Course Improvement” (or SLOCI for short).
Figure 1. The SLOCI model
SLOCI was pitched as the answer to a number of problems that university teaching staff (the “We”, 
referred to in the numbered points below):
1. We’re not getting feedback from our students that helps us improve our courses.
We use end of semester, centrally administered student evaluation of courses and teaching to 
provide course evaluation.  Since moving to online submissions, completion rates have 
plummeted and we tend to hear only from the extremely disaffected or enthusiastic students 
which means that feedback is inadequate for improving teaching, especially during the semester 
of delivery.  In addition, expecting untrained students to report meaningfully on the 
effectiveness of a course, or the pedagogy employed is largely unrealistic. A recent meta­
analysis by 
Christiaens, 2017).
2. We’re not keeping abreast of student needs.
There is a growing gap between students and teachers with respect to their conceptions and 
expectations of teaching; we appear to continue to move towards a customer/client model 
rather than a collaborative learning model.  It’s difficult to understand the holistic experience of 
our current students unless we engage them in meaningful dialogue.  
3. We’re not communicating directly with our students.
There is a gap between students and teachers with respect to the ability to communicate our 
rationale for course delivery, and their current situation.  
To answer these problems, the project team recruited a student from each of the four Schools of 
Engineering within the Faculty. This team would observe classes as they occurred and therefore 
provide timely observations. The team would be exposed to what we know about effective teaching, 
our program­level aims, and the industry requirements of our graduates so that they could better 
bridge the gap between teacher and student, and any insights would therefore be well­informed. Using 
our students in this manner would allow us to tap into the zeitgeist and understand more fully what 
we need to do to be successful in communicating with students and engaging them in their learning. 
Given that the students would be unlikely to have conducted behavioural analyses using observation 
protocols, we provided training for the team around methods of in class observation of teaching and 
learning practices. To accomplish this we reviewed behavioural protocols such as the teaching 
dimensions observation protocol or TDOP (Hora, Olesson & Ferrare (2013), the Classroom Observation 
Protocol for Undergraduate STEM or COPUS (Smith et al, 2013) the Reformed Teaching Observation 
Protocol or RTOP (Lund et al., 2015) and the Practical Observation Rubric to Assess Active Learning or 
PORTAAL (Eddy, Converse & Wenderoth, 2015). We believed that reports of observable in class 
behaviours would provide an objective indicator that academics would find easy to accept from 
students. Our intention was to remove any concerns over evaluation or judgement by specifying that 
the team was available to conduct observations, and that analysis would be undertaken by the 
academic not the team (unless specifically requested). These tools were selected for review and use 
for their range of applicability in a variety of classroom contexts. 
In addition, with the push to embed employability skills into our degree programs, it was felt that the 
recruitment of a student team would give these students something different, and potentially 
attractive to employers, to add to their curriculum vitae.
The project team consists of an academic lead who provides oversight to the project, a project 
supervisor who has day­to­day management of the team, four students as researchers/partners, and 
a data analyst who can quickly make sense of the student’s observations. The students are from the 
Schools of Civil Chemical, Mechanical and Mining and Information Technology and Electrical 
Engineering. It is worth noting here, that the recruited students were those who did not appear to 
have any ‘axes to grind’ through previous negative experiences, and were enthusiastic about working 
with academics. The extended team, when SLOCI is employed to observe a course or initiative, includes 
the teaching academic as lead, and a number of students recruited from the course who work with 
SLOCI to provide a fuller picture of learning and engagement within the course.
Initial meetings with SLOCI were designed to acquaint students to the teaching and learning context 
within the Schools, institutional strategies, and program­level objectives. The student team was also 
trained in the use of observational protocols. It quickly became apparent however that additional 
resources would need to be adapted and developed to provide the students with knowledge of 
teaching and learning terminology, epistemological frameworks, and research knowledge and skills in 
order for them to be successful in this collaboration. It short, we were asking engineering students in 
their third or fourth year of study to acquire a skill set that honours graduates from psychology, 
education and social sciences would find a challenging and complex task, and hence more training than 
initially envisaged was necessary. 
SLOCI operates using an “opt­in” mode, where academics need to request the assistance of the team. 
It is possible in the future, that SLOCI might be used to help academics who have poor feedback but 
initially, SLOCI needs to be seen as a service, and also to prove that their input has positive effects on 
learning and engagement. SLOCI began operation using the course coordinated by the lead academic 
in the project team as a pilot.  They agreed a focus, and used the initial in­class observations, survey, 
and focus group as an opportunity to gain experience in using and refining protocols for these tools. 
Following the pilot, SLOCI took on other requests for observations.
What became apparent from these early engagements, supported our initial ambit that there was a 
need amongst academic staff for more information about their courses than they could acquire 
through traditional institutional surveys. SLOCI therefore engaged in additional meetings and 
discussions with the course academic to clarify their needs and to decide on the services that the team 
could feasibly offer. Interestingly, focus groups have emerged as an essential means to supplement 
information gained from in­class observations. The team develop focus group questions using an 
iterative approach with course coordinators and other relevant teaching staff leading to insights about 
the courses that would otherwise not have been possible. 
The team has now been operational for eight months and have been invited to collaborate in a number 
of course improvement initiatives, and have arguably had impact at Faculty and School level through 
engagement at a faculty forum, the development and writing of reports, provision of 
recommendations on assessment and course design. Table 1 (see the next page) outlines work to date.
In addition, the team has been ‘booked’ for feedback and advice on two mechanical engineering 
courses (second and third year level) that are currently being flipped (i.e. lectures are being recast as 
online material, and active on­campus sessions are being developed), and to be an integral part of a 
review of the entire engineering degree program that has just begun.
The team, through its direct interactions with students, has enabled a wide range of students to have 
a voice and explain their learning context from their perspective. 
To take the results of one Civil Engineering third year course as an example, the team, through focus 
groups were able to identify that:
x Students had a moderate level of interest in the course before starting it (it is a compulsory 
course).
x Students from Chemical Engineering expected the course to be easier than the Civil 
Engineering students because of their greater knowledge of report writing.  
x Some students expected the course to be difficult based on their experience in the previous 
semester of a related course.
x The team were also able to identify a set of skills that students should “brush up on” prior to 
the start of the semester if they needed to, (e.g., excel, access to wider range of course 
materials prior to course commencing).
s
This has provided evidence from the course coordinator on how the different cohorts of students 
might experience and interact with the course, their expectations, strengths and abilities that can be 
directly utilised during the teaching semester to improve student learning.
There have been many lessons learnt in the time that SLOCI has been operational; these are 
summarised below.  They were identified by the students as co­researchers in the project, and are 
categorised as per Mercer­Mapstone et al. (2017). Although much of this paper has been written by 
academics and research staff who work in the teaching and learning space, the following list was 
written by the student team:
1. General Lessons
x Prepare and follow procedures created, these provide clear guidance for conducting 
various tasks such as focus groups, in­class observations etc.
x Ensure that you are prepared for the first meeting with the course coordinator (i.e. read 
the course profile, and any course documentation such as assessment and marking 
schemes, and be familiar with the course context) in order to maximise time spent 
discussing key issues/areas for improvement.
x Prepare meeting agendas and bring printed/digital copies to the meetings. 
x Be proactive in getting students to attend focus group sessions.  Ensure that sessions do 
not occur during examination periods or when major assessment is due.
x Be mindful of students and course coordinators schedules; plan activities at a time suitable 
to all parties involved. 
x Be proactive in recording thoughts and keeping track of work. Use a logbook.
2. Customs and Culture
x Academics are unfamiliar with, and may be wary about engaging students in teaching and 
learning projects.
x Overcoming barriers to cultural norms are an upfront issue but are resolvable.
x An opt­in, bottom up or grassroots approach to involvement works best; an opt­in scheme 
is preferable to a top down approach.
x The politics of whose “voice” is valued in terms of teaching and learning review and reform 
is an issue.
x As a process of cultural change, understanding that students have unique perspectives on 
their learning and can make valid contributions, especially in terms of communicating with 
and acquiring data from other students, is a significant positive aspect of the project and 
one that staff value.
3. Institutional Structures, Practice, and Norms
x Current HR practices are not conducive to fast turnaround times for employing students, 
this is especially an issue for projects with tight timelines.
x Becoming familiar with preferred communication styles and navigating local/institutional 
bureaucracies is a significant skill set that needs to be negotiated early in the project.
x If you are unable to attend a meeting or running late, notify the team ahead of time. 
4. Establishing an Inclusive Approach
x Involve student team members in decision making and respect their views.
x Minimise power distance relationships as much as possible, whilst being mindful of project 
goals/outcomes.
x Student training in the language of teaching and learning is critical to ensuring successful 
interaction with academics. It builds confidence and enables everyone to interact on a more 
level playing field.
x Maintain regular contact with Coordinators and Supervisors to ensure they are up to date 
with progress.
x All documentation should be readily accessible by all team members (i.e. use a system like 
Google drive) so they can easily keep up to date with the various projects. 
x Consult the entire team before testing a new idea or developing new protocols.
The key lessons to take away from the above relate to the importance of culture development and 
relationship building. A new initiative that has no prior precedent, such as SLOCI operating in a culture 
where to date the student voice has not been incorporated in teaching and learning matters, takes 
time to implement. Similarly, there are issues around developing confidence in students as research 
partners, and that students con contribute meaningfully to course improvement.
5. Conclusions and future work
Although it is still early days, the project has opened up a space for discussion about the value of the 
student voice in teaching and learning matters, and has encouraged a new and meaningful dialogue 
between students and staff. Far from the perceived lack of value placed on student contributions to 
curriculum development and improvement, there seems to be a genuine interest from the first 
academics to engage with SLOCI with respect to incorporating the student voice and to valuing the 
unique insights that students have. The lack of political influence of the students may also be a plus as 
academics find working with the students liberating in that there are no rivalries at play.
SLOCI have also developed a relatively flexible approach when it comes to student engagement in 
curriculum improvement, offering not only in­class observation and focus groups, but also surveys, 
document analysis and report writing. This has resulted in the team being trained in mixed methods 
research, something that would not usually be part of an engineering curriculum.
Apart from issues surrounding scope of work and responsibilities, other issues that arose involved:
x an initial reluctance of some staff to value the student voice as a method for explaining student 
engagement and learning in their courses;
x staff scepticism about the intent of the project, with some being wary that it would undermine 
their autonomy as teaching staff; and
x views that the investment of time needed to train students in the use of observation protocols 
(and other research techniques) would not be commensurate with the outputs they would 
produce.
We addressed these tensions in part by using the technique outlined in Healy, Flint and Harrington 
(2014) under “policy and pedagogy”. Their advice is to accept that there is an inherent tension between 
policy and pedagogy and to be open to what might eventuate and be learned (pedagogy) during the 
partnership rather than trying to specify in advance what might happen (policy). This institution is still 
developing its community of practice around student partnerships. The student partnership approach 
is also not well described in institutional policy; acknowledging this is another technique that Healey, 
Flint and Harrington (2014) recommend being mindful of during project development and delivery. 
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